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The Trap
BY BARRY SMITH
IN THE AUTUMN of sixty-two there was no glory and no fortune
with the Anny in Bavaria, only the cold that said snow was coming
from the east like an enemy. First there would come the wind from the
direction of Regensburg, pushing the warm air back over the Alps to
Italy. Then the heavy clouds would roll like a muddy river over Mu-
nich to pile up against the mountains. And it would snow like hell.
Already the troops were nervous.
He'd been in Munich one year and he'd seen its winter already. God!
Why did they send Mexicans to cold places? He did not like the
mountains. There were those who could sit in a house for months
while it snowed. But he himself was of the great flat farms of South
,Texas and the warm towns like San Antonio where everything worth
remembering happened in the streets at night. And at night on the
farms he sl~pt beside the trucks with the Mexican families that picked
and cut the crops.
Here in Bavaria, even the language of the trucks was different: they
brought the coal along the streets of the kaserne and disappeared with
a strange clicking sound. When they returned, dirty rain rolled in their
empty beds. The coal itself returned as heat in the radiator beneath
his hand, but still he shivered. 0
IN SAN ANTONIO they had put him into the Army. No one was sure
whether he was an American or not, because he himself had never
bothered to find out. He had been born in San Antonio, and he had
a birth certificate, so he was a citizen as far as the Army was concerned.
Because he could not read English well, he went to the infantry. At
first they let no one leave the post, so his uncle, who was a printer for
La Prenza in San Antonio, came to see him.
Never mind, his uncle said. In two years you will be out and then
you can get all the correct forms and be a citizen for sure.
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Me? A damn pocho?
Even a pocho likes money, his uncle said. \Vhen you are a real citi-
zen, you can get what they call the minimum wage. You won't have to
pick onions any more.
And what if I don't want to be a pocho citizen? What then? \Vhat
if I like picking onions?
His uncle looked disappointed. Then you go to the Mexican Consul
and tell him you want to be a Mexican like your father, and he wil,! get
you out of the Anny, maybe. But remember, you are eighteen. If' you
choose Mexico, it will not be so easy to COme back to San Antonio.
You will have to live in Nuevo Laredo and stare across the border and
become sour like your father. "
I will decide soon, he said. I can tell you that I do not like the Army.
I t is only for a short time.
And what"if they send me away?
Do you not want to see beautiful new things? his uncle asked.
No.
At least the Army will make you learn more English. When you
speak English you sound like a peasant.
How do you know? You and I speak only Spanish.
I have heard you at the cafe speaking to the Anglo girls.
What difference does it make how I speak as long as I can think?
But you think in Spanish. When you are with the Anglos, you
should think in English. "
When they sent him away, he missed San Antonio and the heat and
the farms and Nuevo Laredo. Perhaps he had made a"mistake. There
had been a chance to desert when he had gone to Nuevo Laredo to say
goodbye to his parents. Others had done it. Then they had changed
their names and come back to San Antonio. They were there now on
Market Street with their guitars and trumpets.
HERE IN GERMANY it was snowing, and the snow would stay on the
ground until March, so he wouldn't see the earth at all for four months.
The smoke over Munich would become so thick that the damp snow
would arrive impure, mixing with the smoke to make an acid that
dripped from the rims of steel helmets.
The lights had to be turned on now in the afternoons. He could see
the lights of the room reflected in the window and seeming to hang
in the trees like ripe fruit. Also he could see his own round face with
the thin moustache.
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Through the tree tops and into the room behind him came Cooley,
spiritlike, holding clean clothes prone across outstretched arms. uYou
got a letter, Pedro."
He took the letter with the Mexican stamps as Cooley lowered the
cleaning and laundry to the bed. uThat all?"
Cooley ripped into the laundry and began to undress. uYou never
get anything else."
The letter was one page, folded like a book. It had had to go from
Nuevo Laredo to New York and then to Germany by boat, just to
say the same few things: Your mother and I would die before we would
give up our citizenship as Mexicans. They could both be dead while
he sat reading it.
When Cooley pulled at his tie, there was the snap of breaking
threads. uI gotta get outa here. If Jackson catches me, he's gonna make
me paint my damn car." He threw his uniform shirt at the latrine door
knob.
Only your uncle, my brother, has done such a thing. But I lived in
San Antonio Dfteen years and never became a citizen.
"You know what our great Sergeant went and did?" Cooley asked.
"What?"
Cooley lowered his voice. "Sold a Mercedes Benz to the Captain."
"So what?" -
"So he's using his position to make profit. Illegal as hell."
"Maybe it's a good thing," he said. "All those troops going home
and leaving their junk on the streets. Sergeant Jackson, he buys them
and fixes them and sells them to the new guys. If he didn't, we'd be
up to our culitos in rusty old cars."
"You sound like you're on his side."
"I told you that I do not take the side of anyone."
"Well anyway," Cooley said, "this wasn't no used car the Captain
-bought. It was new. Which means that Sergeant damn Jackson is now
working with some Kraut dealer in Munich." Cooley sat on the bed
a~d let his hands hang at his boots a while. "If the Sergeant sells the
car to the Captain at a reduced price, it's the same as a bribe, isn't it?"
He grunted without committing himself. The rumor that Sergeant
Jackson had bought himself a captain had just been invented by a mind
that would know how to use it. Already, like the dark smoke, it seemed
to be pushing its way into the dirty corners of the kaserne. For the
war that went on between Cooley and Sergeant Jackson was in their
blood, and it was better for a Mexican to stay out of it. Cooley would
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have to understand this. But Cooley was a South Texas botudo-a cow-
boy who understood only what he wanted to.
Some of the things Cooley believed /did not make sense. Like the
pistol. He always thought he was wearing a pistol. There was even a
pretending-a pair of pliers in the hip pocket, or rolled-up gloves gave
him the tense walk of someone expecting trouble. The botudos of San
Antonio walked this way also. They were difficult to understand. When
there were many of them together, it was bad for the Mexican. One
cowboy alone was polite, but a ~hole room full of them was terrible.
They were too nervous. The law wouldn't let them shoot anything.
When Cooley was nervous, he stood before the mirror and combed his
long hair that looked like the straw of baskets. He was like the man
with the evil eye on him.
The letter said It was my fault that you did not return to Mexico.
Now your uncle will make an American of you. Do you go to church?
Do they feed you? Things are better than when you were here. Do not
believe it if they tell you that Mexico is poor. I am poor .because I
failed in everything, but do not blame it on our country. Your mother
sends greetings.
When the door slammed on the first floor, Cooley threw on a clean
shirt and stared down unbelievingly at the tiny(mots of thread. Curs-
ing, he tore off the shirt and held it out. "Pedro. '
liMe no. I'm busy."
"But he'll be up here in a minute. Besides, you ain't doin' nothin'
but starin' at that damn snow. Now sew these buttons on. Please."
He took the shirt. "I can't do it."
"Not even for a friend?"
"I don't have buttons like that."
Cooley grabbed the shirt. "You mean you don't want to." He put
the shirt on. "You guys got a hell of a sense of honor."
He rose. "Who you mean by 'you guys'?"
Cooley's anger at the shirt splashed around like water frOII! a hose.
"I mean any ass with a moustache that can't sew a button for a 'buddy."
When he moved close to Cooley's body, he smelled sweat and clean
starch. "I'm from Texas, too. Don't fool me with that buddy stuff."
: "O.K." Cooley said quickly. "In Texas you can sleep under your hat
it you want. But here it's different."
"How come different?"
"Because he's a sergeant, stupid. And we're troops."
G
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EACH TIME Cooley said "we" it had a different meaning. Sometimes it
meant all the Anglos with hair like straw. This time it meant every-
bqdy in the Army except Sergeant Jackson. Changing the meaning of
words confused the Mexicans. Some of them, the pochos, were legal
Americans, so they naturally wanted to be part of the "we.77 They
tried to sing pop and talk tough, and they got all the accents in the
wrong places. With a bracero7 like himself7 there was another confu-
sion because he was not a legal American. True, he had been born
north of the border before the labor agreements7 and if he did certain
complicated things he could be legal. But that wasn't going to make
him part of Cooley's "we." And maybe he would want that very much
and would try to change, like his uncle, and become weak.
His uncle once said, Now tell me. Do you miss the United States
when you are in Mexico?
Yes. Much. But sometimes I miss Mexico too.
When you are in San Antonio.
No. Not in'San Antonio. But once in the cotton fields of East Texas
I missed Mexico.
Because there are few Mexicans in East Texas. Listen to me well.
You have learned to love things Mexican and things American. You are
one of the unfortunate ones. So you must choose a place where you
~n have the best of both.
How if I choose the United States-
Fool! You are not choosing all of the United States. Only Texas.
I don't know.
Bah! You are a mestizo wetback.
Never have I had to swim the Rio.
No. You stand in the center while the water rises. To be always neu-
tral is to be nothing. Go back to Mexico.
When his uncle had said these things, they had been standing before
a cafe on the river, and his uncle invited him for a beer to show that
there was no anger. The heat and the slow movement of the river
removed all urgency from everything.
Here in Bavaria the snow whispered at the windows and fell through
the darkening trees. "Listen," Cooley said suddenly. '
He saw Cooley looking toward the stairs and, at the same time,
heard the dog coming up. The sound of the dog's feet on the wood
was a quick, hard beat. Then heavier steps sounded7 coming up. The
dog appeared at the doorway.
"Will it come in?" Cooley asked.
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"Not if Sergeant Jackson says no. It won't bite anyway."
"He knows I don't like big dogs."
The dog sat smiling, wanting to be invited in. It would swing its
big, dark head to the sounds on the stairs and then back, trailing an
arc of saliva. When Sergeant Jackson reached the landing, the dog's
ears went back to receive a pat from the black hand.
"You just sit there," Jackson said to the dog. Then he walked into
the room with a patience that meant he was serious. "Guess I'm just
in time."
"I got a date," Cooley said, standing with his hands curled at his
sides. .
Jackson nodded without smiling, hearing but not agreeing. The Ser-
geant had all the stripes the Army could give a man, and he wore them
on a sleeve that had no more wrinkles in it than a tank. On the third
finger of his left hand flashed a gold ring with a diamond. "I want you
to take care of that car like I told you."
"It passed inspection," Cooley said.
"I'm not talking about brakes and things. It looks like somebody
threw a hand grenade at it," Jackson said, leaning forward. "It's junk."
When the Sergeant raised his voice, the dog barked.
Cooley shot a nervous look over Jackson's shoulder. "You don't have
to bring a dog when you want something."
"Never mind my dog," Jackson said. He opened his mouth to say
more, but he had said it all to Cooley already and he seemed tired. He
was old and he was tired. The smooth uniform and the wrinkled face
made a contrast.
Cooley crossed his arms. "So I got to get rid of my car."
"Not get rid of it. Fix it. It'd disgrace a Mississippi fanner."
"I wouldn't know about Mississippi farms," Cooley said.
Jackson sighed, "In another couple of years the Germans'll be
ashamed to have us··around."
Cooley sat on the bed, then put his feet up and his hands behind
his head. "Well ain't that tough. We go through a war to. . . ."
A laugh rose from deep in Jackson's chest. "You'd look good in a
war," he said. "Get on your feet when I'm talking."
Cooley got up looking bored.
"I know things are tough," Jackson said, softening his tone. "The
Gennans have more money than the GIs now. They drive new cars
and buy the frauleins wine instead of beer." When he tried to smile,
his face looked more wrinkled. "But we can still have a little dignity.
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That's why I came all the way up here personally to see about getting
that wreck looking decent."
'" "I guess I'm supposed to spend every cent I've got so you'll have
d· 'ty"• 19n1 •
"No," Jackson said, blinking. "The hobby shop'lllet you have all
the paint and stuff you need."
"I don't have the time."
llYes you do. I put you on two days leave and you've got the week-
end." There was a pause while Cooley thought, accepted; then Jack-
son added. "If it isn't finished by Monday, you'll start washing vehicles
in the motor pool. In this snow."
Tightening his jaw, Cooley picked up his dirty clothes. He took an-
other look at the dog and went through the latrine door holding the
clothes to his chest.
Jackson shook his head. "I guess he'll think up something mean
now."
It wasn't a question. He'd said it almost to himself. So there was no
need to answer, to take sides.
Jackson looked around at Cooley's bed and sat down. HI've been
wond~ring . . . you and Cooley been in this room together over a
year now."
llAnd no trouble."
HI guess there wouldn't be any trouble with someone that speaks as
little as you do." He spread his hands over his knees. "When you first
came here, the Duty NCO put you in with Cooley because you were
both from Texas."
He stared straight ahead and shrugged. "So?"
The .tired eyes came around. "I did a hitch at Fort Sam. I know
about Texas. If he gets to ordering you around . . . I mean if you
ever wanted another room. . . ."
"You told me that last year. Not then. Not now."
Jackson got up, "Maybe it's better this way. If you don't learn to
stand up to him here, you won't do it in Texas. You'll be just another
greaser to him."
There were two spots on the floor where the snow had melted from
Jackson'S shoes. A drop of water stood at the edge of one of the spots.
By the time Jackson and the dog were down the stairs, the drop of
water had soaked into the floor.
Looking up, he could see the snow. Only when it fell to the level of
the lighted buildings did it seem thick. It had be~n to lie along the
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branches of the trees and the black street1 making everything silent
except for the steamy noises of the radiator. It was that dead time be-
fore Retreat1 just before the troops came in and turned on all the
showers. In the window he could see his own brooding eyes, then
Cooley behind him. "l got an idea how we can get him/' Cooley said.
"Who's we?"
Cooley stood there at the mirror and squared his fatigue cap. "I
know. You never take sides/1he grunted. "What makes you so dumb1
Montes? If you'd been born one inch farther south, there wouldn't be
one little part of you that was American. So you got to prove yourself1
boy. You got to start thinkin' American."
The street door slammed below, and the barracks boomed like a
drum. In the following silence he said, "That's the second time you
mention about the citizen thing. How come?"
Cooley said nothing.
"How would you know if I was or not. I never said."
"I guess because you're always talkin' about your old man in
Mexico.11
Cooley had big shoulders, but there was fat and also there was the
beginning of a stomach in the middle. He was big, and he could prob-
ably hit hard; but probably he had never picked four hundred pounds
of cotton in one day. "Listen cowboy. The only way you could know
about me you would have to read my letters or something. If I ever
catch you do that, I'm gonna cut you Up.71 He'd never said these things
and meant them.
Cooley frowned and looked surprised at the same time. He stepped
back holding the opening of his coat. Then he smiled. "Pedro, we got
to stick together.71 He licked his lips. "Tell you what. I'll let you use
the car anytime you want. Maybe -you can get a girl if you have the
car. Hell1I'll do better than that. I'll find you a girl.. We gringos ain't
all bad.u
"You don1t got to pimp for me1Cooley.u
It was as if he had shot the smile from Cooleys face. "Damnl"
Cooley said. "l get hell from a sergeant that ought to be choppin'
cotton; then a damn-71
"What? A damn what?,1
Cooley walked to the door. "First I'll take care of him. I don't need
you nor nobody else. l1
He waited until Cooleys loud, angry steps had reached the bottom
step before opening the footlocker. The letters were safe1 tied as he
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had tied them. The knot on the string was exactly the same. So Cooley
had not read them.
A brown letter from the Immigration lay between those of his
father and those of his uncle. Only the men wrote. Perhaps all women
did not write letters when they 'were sad, even to their sons. A mother
could not comprehend this business of the Army, the necessity of it.
She had thought he was going to stay in Mexico, and she refused to
believe that he would dishonor himself if he became a deserter.
She would not understand the letter from the Immigration either.
He had tried many times to write and tell why he had sent for the
forms, that it was curiosity to know who he was. Now that the forms
with the complicated questions had arrived, he was more curious than
ever, but he was not sure whether to answer the questions would be
for him a victory or a defeat.
IT WAS TOO QUIET in the barracks now. At the snack bar there would
be music and some of the Puerto Ricans would come in before sup-
per. He put on his coat and turned the collar up. Once-more he looked
out at the snow and at himself in the windowglass. Touching the
moustache with his finger, he wondered if he should shave it. Part of
him said it was an honorable sign of manhood; part of him said it was
strange.
He went down the quiet stairs and past Sergeant jackson's door.
Even though there was light in the corridor, even though he could
see perfectly, he almost stepped on the thing anyway. It was lying
with its head just outside the Sergeant's door. f)ne paw was thrust out
'as if to push backward. The head was twisted at a sharp angle, and
the bone made a bump in the smooth neck. From the slack jaw hung
the tongue sideways. The eyes stayed open.
Bending, he inspected the bits of fur in the splinters of the door
edge. It would have been easy to open the door a crack and call the
dog over-after knocking softly to be sure it had really been Jackson
who had gone out. Also, it would have taken desperate courage for a
man who was afraid of dogs to let the head get that close as it came
out and looked up. Then a quick jerk on the knob made a trap, hard
and silent except for the scrape of claws on the floor as the dog tried
to pull away or push through, backward and forward in a fit, with no
place to go and no appeal to pity: like standing in a dark river with ,
both shores dark for a hundred miles of silence while the river rises.
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HE WENT BACK UP STAIRS, turned on the radio loud, and sat close to it
so that he could not hear the troops that would come in just before
Retreat. He did not want to hear the curse when Seargeant Jackson
saw the dog's ungraceful head. Nor did he want to hear the heavy
steps coming up (Jackson wasn't going to send anyone) in time to get
nervous, for although he had never refused to obey an order by Ser-
geant Jackson before, he was going to now. Not out of fear of Cooley-
would he do this. He would do it because he was going to have to live
with Cooley a while longer, had already lived with him long enough
to know that to defeat him you had to accept him as he was. In the
end it was gOing to be Cooley who would need help. But both of them
were going to have to comprehend that it wasn't up to a Mexican to
tell them this. Sergeant Jackson was intellig~nt. Maybe he would see
that a Mexican had no business getting into trouble for a gringo like
Cooley. There was no evil that lasted a hundred years.
With his face bent close to the table and the radio turned up, he
waited while a spot on the back of his neck grew cold, as though the
frozen edge of an axe were swinging down behind him. Then he
thought of the dog's broken neck and he wanted to tum. The urge to
tum was as loud- in him as the music. Slowly he raised his hand to rub
the back of his neck. As his own hand went up, the black hand came
over his shoulder and turned the radio off. Even then he didn't move,
which he knew immediately was a mistake. An innocent man would
have been surprised.
~ An instructor of English at the University of Maryland, BARRY SMITH
has published stories in Southwest Review. He spent nine years in Europe
-studying at the Sorbonne and teaching college English to "GIs in
Munich, Madrid, Tripoli, Athens and Palma Mallorca ("the best job a
man ever had," says Smith). He began writing at the University of Texas
where his Master's thesis was a collection of short stories.
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